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A Call to Resist Illegitimate Authority

January, 1989

Child Sexual Abuse-Speaking
Up For Children's Rights
PAM MITCHELL

I n 1985 Nicole LaLonde's disclosure
of incest at the hands of her father set
off a chain of events that has received
considerable
publicity
in
Massachusetts. Her experiences, and
similar stories unfolding in several
other states, clearly illustrate the state's
inadequate (some might say, complicitous) response to parents who sexually abuse their children. Stephen
LaLonde's assault on his child and her
decision to speak up about it raise a
key question for all of us: whether the
community and the state have obligations directly to children, or only to the
"families" (read, adults) that, in a
legal sense, have been allowed to own
them. This is not a question that we
can expect state beaureaucrats and
judges to address until progressives
force it out into the open and onto the
political agenda. It is a question that
challenges not only abuse of power but
the authority of "the family" as a
basic building block of society, and it is
one with the potential to catalyze
massive social change. An answer in
favor of children has some personal
implications for all adults (perhaps
most particularly for those of us who
are ourselves struggling against the
odds to be good parents). But any
other answer, inconscionable for those

Rally to extend the statute of limitations for sueing perpetrators of child sexual abuse, at the
Mass. statehouse in Boston. Photo: Lisa Sette.

,·
who oppose institutionalized exploitation and violence, means abandonment
of the Nicole LaLondes.
By speaking up, Nicole, now 9, placed
her father in the public eye as one of
the millions of adults in the U.S. who
sexually victimize their own children or
other young relatives 1 , a number that

appears to be growing. 2 Yet it was
Nicole's mother, Virginia LaLonde,
who spent time in jail for hiding her
daughter and it is Nicole herself who is
now in state custody. Like many other
children who dare to accuse a parent of
sexual abuse, the state has removed
continued on page two
NOTES on page nine

Sexual Abuse
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Nicole against her wishes from the
custody of her non-offending parent
and placed her in foster care, where she
has been held for over a year and will
remain until her fate is decided in
court.
The case that will determine
that-now the longest probate trial in
Massachusetts history-doesn't even
have Nicole's name on it. As far as the
state is concerned, the disputants are
Nicole's mother and father and the
main issue is their conflicting parental
rights. Nicole is not entitled to legal
representation. Though experts who
have examined her say her accusations
of sexual abuse are corroborated by
evidence of emotional and physical
scarring, the extent to which her experiences or their testimony will be
considered in determining custody and
visitation rights will depend largely
upon the whims and prejudices of the
judge. At worst, the court could remand her to the custody of the man she
has named as her rapist, with whom
she could be forced to live until she
reaches her majority-or perhaps until
she becomes, as countless incest victims have, a suicide statistic or a
teenage runaway, forced into prostitution or other illegal activities.
And Nicole is one of the lucky ones.
Her mother happens to believe her,
happens to be on her side and happens
to be willing to fight like hell to promote her interests. In this case, such efforts have meant not only time in jail
but also tens of thousands of dollars in
legal fees. And all that may not be
enough.
Perhaps such a supportive mother
and the number of adult allies Nicole
came into contact with while her
mother
had
her
hidden
"underground" will be enough to give
her the strength to retain her sanity,
even if she is forced to return to her
abuser. After all, millions of incest victims survive into adulthood with no
support at all, though ironically, in the
very act of seeking help and receiving
public acknowledgement Nicole may
have deprived herself of the survivor's
most common coping mechanism,
denial and repression of memories.
There is not always a "good
mother" like Virginia LaLonde willing
and able to be a stand-in for her child's
interests. Though feminists have
argued very convincingly that empowering women will improve the lives
of children because women are the
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primary child caretakers in this society,
we have often been guilty of carrying
this argument too far and conflating
the interests of women with those of
children. The needs of people in these
two distinct social and political
categories can sometimes be in direct
conflict where parental abuse is concerned. For emotional as well as
economic reasons, mothers often elect
to side with the offenders rather than
with their victims. Furthermore, sexual
and .physical abuse are frequently
perpetuated by mothers themselves. 3
Where does this leave children, who
are viewed not only by the culture and
the legal system, but also by many
feminists and leftists, as extensions of
either one or both parents?
Can Progressives Ref rame
the Discussion?
A vigorous grassroots movement has
emerged in the past decade in response
to mounting awareness of the pervasiveness of child sexual abuse, and
many feminists and progressives have
been active participants from the start.
Yet, sadly, until very recently the Left
as a whole was silent on the issue, failing to provide leadership and direction
to an energized but politically
diverse-and often politically
naive-populace.
The Left is beginning to take notice.
Within the past few months, Radical
America and Peacework, an American
Friends Service Committee publication
(AFSC), published issues focusing on
child abuse. The National Organization for Women (NOW) started a fund
to help adult survivors of child sexual
abuse sue their childhood perpetrators.
In Boston the Incest Survivors Network
(ISN), a group whose vision couples emot10nal support with political action,
received a Resist grant to plan a multicultural, multi-issue political
demonstration against child sexual
abuse. The National Child Rights
Alliance (NCRA), a group whose purpose is to provide political support and
legal advocacy to children including
those fleeing from abuse perpetrators,
spawned several new chapters, including one in Massachusetts.
But progressives attempting to
reframe the discussion of abuse in
radical political terms have their work
cut out for them. First of all, our long
silence helped create a vacuum for the
Right, which has not hesitated to twist
continued on page seven
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Jobs With Peace
Housing Campaign
The National Jobs with Peace Campaign is organizing protests nationwide
the week of "Tax Day," April 12-17,
1989, to highlight the misuse of our tax
dollars, over half of which go to the
military. The events, which are part of
the "Build Homes Not Bombs" Campaign, will demand the federal government cut military spending and fund
affordable housing and other human
needs and that local and state governments use their powers to provide affordable housing. The events will focus
on the need to pass HR 4747, the Comprehensive Affordable Housing Act.
For more information and an
Organizing Kit ($5) with detailed tips
on how to plan these events, contact
the Jobs with Peace Campaign, 76
Summer St., Boston, MA 02110.
617-338-5783.
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The Resist Newsletter is published ten
times a year by Resist, Inc. , One
Summer Street, Somerville, MA
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editorials, are those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent the
opinions of the Resist staff or board.
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Agitation, Information, Education

Worldwide Community Radio
Confere nee in Nicaragua
TATIANA SCHREIBER

A

few weeks before Hurricane
Joan destroyed much of Nicaragua's
abundant tropical forest, I was lucky
enough to find myself in the back of a
pick-up, traveling up a rocky mountain
road near Matagalpa. We were on our
way to visit a tiny radio station on top
of the mountain.
The day was gorgeous-warm, with
rain in the air but holding off for our
ride, mist weaving in and around the
green, green hills. As we climbed I
marveled at the peacefulness ... tiny
homes of mud and thatch hugging the
hillsides, each displaying multi-colored
vegetable and flower gardens. This
didn't feel like the Nicaragua I'd heard
reported on in the news, in the midst of
war, battling the contras on the one
side and economic chaos on the other.
Yet the tenacity of people determined
to cultivate gardens on the steepest of
mountains is the strongest impression I
carried home from the visit.
We were indeed lucky to be making
our journey in a pick-up. Most
residents of the area commute from
home to town on foot or horseback.
But we managed to hitch a ride with
Marlon Stuart, the director of the
Matagalpa radio station, who was
showing off the new auxiliary station
at El Chile, on the mountaintop, to a
delegation of Yugoslavian visitors. I
was in Nicaragua to attend an international conference of community radio
workers, and the highlight of the trip
was my glimpse at Radio Participativa
in El Chile.
It seemed we'd never stop climbing,
higher and higher into the forests and
mountains. We learned that the station
had recently been set up with funds
from Germany so that the people in
this rural cooperative could begin to
record programs, which they could
then transmit throughout the region on
Radio Insurreccion, in Matagalpa.
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Melanie Berzon marvels at the magic of radio at Radio Participativa at El Chile, Nicaragua.

(Eventually the station will be able to
transmit programs directly from El
Chile.) So far the programming has
been in the artistic realm, radio dramas
and locally produced music, reflecting
the daily life of people in the area.
For many people daily life here does
not include electricity, telephones, or
indoor plumbing, and many have never
traveled beyond Matagalpa (pop.
75,000), if there. Yet on top of the
mountain there is a little hut, and inside the hut, two metal suitcases, ·and
inside the suitcases two cassette players
and a microphone. "For the moment
this is still something magic,'' said
Stuart. ''Before it was like a dream;
now it's a reality."
I've worked in radio almost ten years
now, and the mysteries of the medium
are still magic to me. Part of the magic
is the very simplicity of the technology,
so that young children in a community
as remote as El Chile can make radio
dramas heard by thousands. But radio
is rarely in the hands of children, and
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rarely in the hands of rural people,
poor people, women, working people;
it is almost always controlled by media
conglomerates or the state, so that it
cannot present or reflect the real
culture, real problems, or real values of
local communities.
In August about 350 community
radio producers, reporters and other
workers, from 47 countries, gathered
in Managua for the Third Worldwide
Conference of Community-Oriented
Radio Broadcasters, known by its
French acronym, AMARC. AMARC 2
had been held in Canada in 1986, and
following that event an international
working group of delegates from Latin
America, Africa, the Caribbean,
Europe, Asia and North America made
plans to hold AMARC 3 in Nicaragua.
There, the participants initiated plans
to become a formal NonGovernmental Organization (NGO)
under UNESCO guidelines, so that the
movement of community radio activists could more effectively organize,
continued on page four
Page Three
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worldwide, for truly democratic communications systems.
But what would such systems look
like? How can this democratization be
accomplished, and where is it happening today? At the Managua conference, participants from trade-union
radio stations in Bolivia, the
clandestine radios of the African National Congress and the Faribundo
Marti National Liberation Front,
community-controlled stations in the
U.S. and Canada, and radio production groups in England (where community radio hasn't been allowed on
the air) all shared information and
resources to guide us in answering
those questions.

You Have to Love Radio
Tatiana Schreiber (I) and Melanie Berzon (r) interview Santiga Basudev of England at the
Nobody who works in community
AMARC-3 conference in Managua, Nicaraguft.
radio, whether in the U.S. or in El
Salvador, does it for fame and fortune, Much of the music is recorded live, on and bought a T-shirt that said ''Camor even to achieve political goals, cassette, at political meetings, rallies bridge Community Radio,'' but, in
though that is often an important and funerals. "These are the songs of fact, community radio did not yet exist
motivating factor. No, as Ilu Valen- mobilization, of agitation, songs about in England. In 1985 the government
zuela, Director of Radio Segovia in the revolution and the leadership, and had announced an experiment-it
Nicaragua put it, ''If you are going to people rising up."
would make 21 frequencies available to
work in radio, you have to love radio."
Within South Africa the only "in- commuity groups who could raise the
But part of that love is the belief that dependent'' station is Capitol Radio, necessary operating capital to run the
radio can change the way people think. which Rasebosta said is forced to abide stations. But the experiment was halted
Solly Rasebosta attended AMARC 3 by the laws of the apartheid govern- before any of these stations actually
as a representative of Radio Freedom, ment. "It plays popular music 90% of began broadcasting.
operated by the African National Con- the time, and no political content or
That didn't stop the community
gress (ANC) since 1967. Rasebosta was message is allowed." It is against the members who had organized them, and
forced to leave his home in South law for South Africans to listen to or they've been fighting for an opening on
Africa when he was twenty, because of record broadcasts from Radio the airwaves ever since, ever producing
his work against the apartheid regime. Freedom. Its offices have received the programs they hope will someday
He has worked at all five stations booby-trapped mail, and the director be broadcast. Sangita Basudev of
operated by the ANC from Zambia was kidnapped for seven months in Cambridge, England, said the governMadagascar, Tanzania, Angola and 1979.
ment is worried about the antiEthiopia. The stations broadcast music
Yet its workers persevere. Most have Thatcher sentiment in the country, and
and public affairs programs into South no formal training in radio journalism. in particular about what might happen
Africa, and these programs are the Rasebosta was fortunate to have been should Blacks in England gain control
main link between the ANC and the spnsored by a Netherlands group, of some community stations, given the
people of South Africa.
"The Media in Support of Radio recent uprisings in Black communities
My companion on the trip to Freedom,'' to attend a four-month over social and economic conditions.
Managua, Melanie Berzon, produces a radio production course in the rn addition, some of the programs bemusic program with a progressive Netherlands. Rasebosta said the voice ing produced by the community groups
political perspective in Cambridge, of alternative radio for South Africa is are in languages other than English,
Mass., so she had a particular interest sorely in need of equipment and train- and Basudev said the government fears
in the role of music on Radio Freedom. ing. Currently the ANC is trying to it will be unable to monitor the proRasebosta told her that music was in establish a training studio in Tanzania, gramming.
''They're petrified about actually
many ways more effective at allowing and would welcome skilled radio progiving voice to the people ... the governpeople to grasp and use ideas because ducers to join them in this effort.
ment is really very vulnerable,''
its message ''is short, direct, and lasts
Basudev said. Community radio
in people's minds." It's also a way to
foster pride in a people's cultural and
Thatcher is Threatened by the People's organizations in England include people from a range of political perspecethnic identity. Radio Freedom broadVoice.
casts music and talk in English and a
In 1986 I attended AMARC 2 in tives. Ethnically the groups include
number of African languages reflecting Vancouver, British Columbia. There I Irish, Greeks, Cypriots, Arabics, and
the diversity within South Africa.
met radio producers from England, Afro-Caribbeans. Basudev heads the

Page Four
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Community Radio Association, whose
main job these days is to boost morale,
pushing for legislation that will reopen
the commuity radio debate. In the
meantime, members try to get ''Special
Event Licenses,'' enabling them to
broadcast during festivals or community events on the available frequencies.
Currently state-controlled and commercial radio in England broadcasts
some programs targeted at various
ethnic communities, but even this has
been limited. Clause 28, recently
enacted legislation that criminalizes the
promotion of homosexuality, will further restrict programming that addresses issues affecting lesbians and
gay men.
In the Midst of War, Women Make
Radio.

In the midst of war, radio has always
played a crucial role in providing combatants with information about where
attacks are occurring, and letting people know that they must protect
themselves, or prepare to abandon
their homes. Radio Faribundo Marti
and Radio Venceremos, operated by
the Faribundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) were born in El
Salvador in the early '80s. "With
Radio Faribundo Marti we can fight
against the psychological warfare and
misinformation used by the Salvadorean
government,'' said a telephone
transmission from the station to InteRadio, the AMARC newsletter,
At the women's caucus of the conference two women from Radio
Faribundo Marti talked about the
realities of producing radio from a
guerilla camp in Chalatenango Province. "In addition to being field correspondents, our tasks vary from going
into the capital to get gasoline (to run
the gas generators which power the station's mobile broadcasting unit) to getting spare parts, fixing or replacing
equipment, getting cassettes and carrying them back ... all this means confronting the enemy directly.''
The collective which operates the
station is about half women, none of
whom had any prior training in journalism or the technical aspects of
radio. The experience of the war
(which Salvadorean women have been
involved with at every level) as well as
the project of transmitting radio programs while constantly a target of attack by the army, has forced (or enabled) both women and men to abandon
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traditional roles. The women at the
conference said they felt limited in
their ability to address women's issues
specifically-because of technical constraints (the station is constantly on the
move, broadcasting three to four hours
a day from ravines or bombed-out
homes, or any other place that can be
found) and because their first priority
must be the war. But, in eight years of
active resistance, women, many of
whom cannot read or write, and who
had not had any access to the media,
are finding their voice.
"We are still in diapers [as a feminist
movement] but we are not satisfied with
our limited role ... from right now we
want to start breaking with the vertical
system of communication ... we want to
find a popular way to communicate.''
So the women do create programs that
focus on the concerns of women and
children in the barrios. "We have had
to break through a male power structure to work with men in Radio
Faribundo Marti, but now we can really say we have a feminist movement in
El Salvador.''

Sandinista Party operates its own (nonCORADEP) station, and there·are stations run by opposition parties and
commercial interests. But the CORADEP stations offer an example of
what participatory radio is all about.
It's an example inspiring to many
AMARC participants who work in
community radio in the U.S. and
Canada. While North American community radio offers much greater access than either public or commercial
radio, it is still subject to constraints
imposed by inadequate funding, and
the pressures of the dominant culture
to present information in a particular
style. The CORADEP stations are a
model of what radio could be like if its
first priority was to give voice to those
people most ignored or exploited by
mainstream, corporate controlled
media.

Four of the eighteen CORADEP stations have women directors and two of
the four direct the stations in the war
zones near the Honduran border. Luvy
Gonzalez, the director, and Gustavo
Rivera, another staff member of Radio
Participatory Radio in Nicaragua.
Pacasan,
were our enthusiastic guides
The mountaintop station in El Chile
in Nicaragua is part of a network of on our trip to Jinotega, "city of
community stations under the auspices dreams," as Rivera fondly told us,
of CORADEP. These stations are con- gesturing broadly at the mist and
trolled by staff collectives, but receive mountains. We arrived at El Mercado,
funding from the government. The the marketplace, our bus nearly grazing a banner draped over the road, that
read, "Welcome Radioworkers" (in
Spanish, of course, but I've forgotten
exactly what it said). We were immediately surrounded by children, and
dogs and chickens, and the staff and
volunteers of Radio Pacasan, who
were broadcasting live from the
market. All the visitors were asked to
say something over the air, but most of
us, unaccustomed to radio quite so
''live'' had to stop and write little
scripts before grabbing the mic.
Often these "Desde La Calle"
(From the Street) programs deal with
practical community problems. For example, if a resident is experiencing
unexplained water shutoffs, she may
complain about this on the air. Then
the radio station will try to locate the
"responsable" or person-in-charge of
such matters, who will respond on the
air.
When we visited Radio Liberacion in
Esteli, a live news/music variety show
was on the air. We were ushered into
Paulina Herrera, operating the control board at the (on air) studio, and as we entered
Radio Venceremos in Leon, Nicaragua.
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we noticed that the phone was ringing;
the announcer picked up and talked to
the caller on the air. While this at first
seemed like shockingly bad radio manners (since in the U.S. such noise in the
studio is never allowed, and rarely do
we permit open, uncensored phone
lines) we were impressed by the accessibility we were discovering. There
are frequently "Popular Opinion"
programs in which anyone can call up,
or drop by the studio, and comment
about current events or government
policies. "Here people really know
how to criticize!'' a staff member told
us, "But we do have a limit.. .someone
might be cut off if he advocated support of the armed contras."
CORADEP stations, while operated
independently, are funded by the
government, and in our brief visit it
was difficult to assess how much programming is influenced by Sandinista
policies. In a positive sense, it is clear
that the stations cooperate with projects like the literacy campaign, or the
current campaign against childhood
diarrhea. An intriguing program that
combines the government's project of
improving rural health with the
cultural project of "rescuing" traditional culture, is the health program
featuring radio personality "Dofia
Remedios." The program was initiated
in 1985 in part as a response to the
economic blockade. Prior to the
blockade Nicaragua was importing some
600 different medicines; now only
60-70 are available.
The radio stations called on
everyone, including traditional healers
and old members of the communities,
to write down everything they knew
about herbal medicine. At the same
time the Ministry of Health went doorto-door gathering similar information.
All the remedies were then scientifically tested for their effectiveness, and
gathered into a book. On the program
people call up with health problems
and Dofia Remedios pres.cribes
remedies from the book. "It was an
important rescue mission,'' said the
Director at Radio Liberacion,
"because transnational corporations
had induced people to use many more
drugs than in the past and many people
had to be convinced to return to the
traditional medicines.'' The program
has received considerable international
attention and was recently cited by the
World Health Organization as a
valuable means of promoting rural
health.
Page Six

Most of the stations broadcast a
"The first step is to go out into the
combination of news/talk and music. community... because people are not
The radio workers we talked with all going to come to the radio to use it
placed "rescuing Nican culture" high unless they feel it's their own ... their inon their list of priorities. Currently the strument to use, and they won't feel
stations air primarily Latin American that way unless the programming
music from outside Nicaragua, and responds to their needs. So if they hear
some North American music, but as their own people talking on the radio,
more and more locally produced they begin to get a sense that it really is
Nicaraguan music becomes available theirs, and that's the first step towards
(difficult because musicians can't a participatory radio. "
always procure instruments or strings,
Jiu Valenzuela, Radio Segovia
and currently Nicaragua does not have
the capability of pressing records inside I returned from Nicaragua with a new
the country, although they do make sense of what is possible in radio, and
cassette recordings) it will be aired.
with a renewed commitment to internaOn one station there's a program tional solidarity, as those of us who
about the origin of songs. The phone love radio persist, in little and big
lines are opened up for people to ways, to reshuffle the communications
discuss the meanings of the lyrics. order.
•
Spontaneously listeners began sending
in radio scripts and handdrawn comic
strips based on song lyrics, and these Tatiana Schreiber is the editor of the Resist
are now being acted out on the air by newsletter, and a freelance radio producer
radio staff and community volunteers.
for public and community radio in the
An important function of rural community radio (and this is true of in- U.S. She is a member of Boston
digenous people's radio in the U.S. and Women's Community Radio, which
Canada as well) is the time devoted to sponsored the trip to Nicaragua.
reading messages, letters and greetings. Thanks to f el/ow-traveler Melanie BerIn border regions near Honduras, zon for her technical assistance, and
mothers searching for missing sons use of her interviews with Jiu Vanlenthey fear kidnapped by the contras read zuela and Solly Rasebosta. Thanks also
pleas to their children on the air. Other to our tour guide in Nicaragua, Amy
messages might be that someone is in Bank, for many translations and her
the hospital, or a wake is scheduled, or invaluable overall assistance with our
that someone's tractor has been
trip. Anyone interested in contributing
repaired and is ready to be picked up.
money
or equipment to CORADEP
Other programs encourage young peostations
can contact Tatiana Schreiber
ple to use the radio. A poetry contest
at
Resist,
623-51 JO.
on Radio Segovia in Ocotal was a huge
success. "We were flabergasted by the
number of kids who arrived! It was like
an amusement park," said Ilu ValenBEQUESTS
zuela. ''There were so many kids we
In our 20 years of existence Resist
didn't know what to do. We had to has received only one bequest. To tell
wait until the absolutely last child had you the truth, we're glad we haven't
read his or her poem before we could gotten more and we hope that signals
close the station."
good health and long-life among our
supporters . But since every other left
Staff members of the stations we publication is printing notices like
visited in Nicaragua lamented the lack these nowadays, we figured we'd put in
of equipment they had (their transmit- our two cents. If you are in the process
ters are 30 to 40 years old, frequently of writing or amending your Will, you
break, and cannot be repaired because might think about leaving a set sum or
the parts are no longer made), the scar- percentage to Resist, Inc. to help us
city and high cost of professional train- through our next 20 years. Resist is a
ing, and the difficulties and dangers of non-profit corporation and contribuworking in the midst of war ... but their tions are tax deductible.
enthusiasm was boundless, and they
In the meantime, we encourage you
seemed intent on creating a system of to lend your support now, by making a
communication that allows people to contribution or by joining our pledge
express themselves in all their various program.
and wonderful ways.
R esist N e wsletter
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the issue of child sexual abuse for its
own purposes. For example, sexual
abuse scandals have been convenient
launching pads for assaults on child care
and on gay men, as well as for promotion of cops and courts and prisons as a
solution; predictably, the Right doesn't
point out that in actuality heterosexual
families are the predominant locus of
abuse; nor does it care to mention that
abuse perpetrators can't be isolated as
"criminal types," that the criminal
"justice" system weighs most heavily
on poor people and communities of
color while letting perpetrators who are
affluent and/ or white go unnoticed, or
that the prison system only serves to
perpetrate institutionalized sexual
violence. Unfortunately, radicals
haven't been quick to make these
points, either.
A less dramatic, but equally unfortunate, consequence of the Left's lack
of leadership has been a depoliticization of the issue among the anti-abuse
movement's more progressive elements
(and regardless of right-wing rhetoric,
the people most concerned about
children do tend to be left-leaning).
Activists have directed their energy
primarily in two directions: toward the
creation of therapeutic and emotional
support for survivors of abuse and
toward public education efforts aimed
at children and those who work with
them. In both of these arenas, there
have been progressive and conservative
elements, with the former focusing on
grassroots feminism, self-help and enpowerment while the hierarchical
tendencies of the latter encourage
dependency on a new class of professionals and "experts" (giving rise to a
new and remarkably lucrative "sexual
abuse industry"). But even the most
feminist and progressive of these efforts, while admirably filling an enormous need, fails to challenge the inequalities of power inherent in the
parent/child relationship.
Adult survivors of child sexual abuse
involved in the movement to create
emotional support frequently express
strong identification with children still
living in abusive situations as well as a
belief that their hard-won willingness to
confront their abuse histories will create
a ripple that will eventually stem the tide
of abuse. Borrowing from feminist
theories about rape and battering as
vehicles for oppressing women, survivor /activists (who are predominantly
though not entirely women 4 ) also argue
that overcoming the effects of abuse is
#212

Pam Mitchell addresses rally on child sexual abuse at the Mass. statehouse. Photo: Lisa Sette.

inherently a feminist and political act:
those who have "de-internalized" the
message of powerlessness and worthlessness conveyed by sexual abuse are
much more capable of resisting future
abuses of power (by the state and by
dominant groups as well as by individuals), and are much less likely to
participate in such abuse themselves.
The fact is that this "healing"
branch of the anti-abuse movement is
primarily concerned with people who
are no longer oppressed as children.
Though they are, in a sense, resisting
authority by resisting their conditioning and by forcing the issue of child
abuse into the public eye, and should
be recognized by progressives for doing
so, they are fighting this battle as
adults and their focus is on providing
resources for themselves.
What Power Do Children Really
Have?
What about the branch of the antiabuse movement that has dealt directly
with children? A plethora of school
programs, children's books, and public
service announcements are now bombarding children with the message that
they should speak up if they are being
sexually abused. Though sexual abuse
thrives on silence, this faith that
disclosure will have almost magical
powers in stopping abuse belies the fact
that the words of children have very little power and that the silent children of
the past were not silent out of stupidity. Testimonials of adult survivors of
child sexual abuse are full of plenty of
damned good reasons why they didn't
Resist Newsletter

tell (or told and nothing happened) in
1925 or '45 or '65-fear of retaliation,
of not being believed, of destroying the
family, of not destroying the family ...
a unique reason for nearly every survivor. 5
Children can tell an adult within the
family, and this may be bring results.
But in the many homes in which abuse
is endemic, adults are the foxes guarding the chicken coop. Or children can
try to find someone outside the family
who has both the willingness and the
power to intervene. Are there more
such people out there now, after a
decade of activism against abuse, than
there were ten years ago? Are children
qua children any more powerful, more
"politically connected" outside the
home now than they were then? The
extrafamilial grownups who are now
being told about abuse-the ones who
work in the new anti-abuse programs
in schools and hospitals, and in various
government-run child protection agencies-can attest to the continued power
of the parents and the absence of any
alternative.
Children are routinely forced to remain with their abusers despite clearcut
evidence of massive abuse, because of
parental ownership rights; even when
the state does intervene, it is the child
who is dragged away from everything
familiar and given little say-so, in
where s/he is placed. Though removal
from the presence of the perpetrator is
preferable to continued abuse and provides some children with good caretaking, the overextended, undersupervised
continued on page eight
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foster care system is an unworkable
nightmare for many abused children,
perpetuating powerlessness and often
perpetuating abuse. And education
and prevention efforts rarely target
abusive parents. Abusiveness is viewed
as a constant to be prevented by
modification of the behavior of potential victims, though Crewsdon cites
studies that suggest that in actuality
perpetrators often will curb their
behavior when they see similar
behavior confronted publicly. Rarely
does the state take punitive action
against abusive parents.
In fact, abuse cases most commonly
land in court in the form of custody
battles, when it is unclear which adult a
child should "belong to"; in part this
is because once the parents are
separated a non-offending parent is no
longer invested in maintaining the
status quo, including the abuse. The
state then gets to decide whether it has
a vested interest in the continuation of
the abuse. Often it does. To decide
otherwise would mean elevating the
right of children to be free from abuse
above the right of parents to maintain
control
Implicitly, such a decision would
mean accepting direct responsibility
for the welfare of more children than
the state could possible handle without
creating new institutions for the care of
children. And that would mean not only
a massive outlay of funds but strong
resistance from a public used to thinking in terms of parental ownership. It is
perhaps understandable that such concerns would stop the state-even a
liberal and relatively benign state-in
its tracks. It is up to the new anti-abuse_
activists and their progressive allies to
give the state a powerful shove out of
this complacency, on the one hand,
and to offer visions of possible alternatives to the current abusive family
system, on the other.
Hard Times for Visionaries
These are hard times for visionaries.
In the 60's and early '70's many of us
participated in the ''counter-cultural''
discussions of communalism and some
of us experimented in alternatives to the
nuclear family. But in this repressive
and unimaginative era it is hard to find
the energy and optimism necessary
even to conceptualize living situations
radically different from the ones most
of us now live in, or to dream of ways
to take collective responsbility for
children. This may be especially true if
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we ourselves are parents entrenched in
the immediate needs of real children or,
if we are not, we may be distanced
from the everyday realities of
childhood.
We also know from bitter experience
that coming up with grand ideas (or
even little ones) doesn't translate immediately into either governmental
funding or a receptive public. We have
to maintain dual visions; of what could
be possible if the state were run by and
for the people, and what can be done
on a community and movement level in
the meantime, with as much help from
the state as we can beg, borrow or
steal. Yet we need to have big visions
of a system in which children are genuinely empowered to guide us in
creating attainable interim solutions
that won't end up reinforcing
children's vulnerability.
The battered women's movement
provides a good model. Guided by the
long-range vision of women's liberation, that movement has managed to
maintain a large degree of autonomy
while accepting some funding from the
state. It has created a new infrastructure, albeit one seen only as transitional, that is an alternative to the
nuclear family. Though of course it has
not eliminated violence against
women, it has provided an alternative
that serves real women in the present
while heading us in the right direction
over the long haul.
Battered women are a group socially
and politically distinct from abused
children (though the two often go hand
in hand), and the needs of the two
groups are somewhat different. There
is an interesting exchange in Freedom
Voice, the newsletter of the National
Child Rights Alliance, about the battered women's movement's meaning
for abused children: though many
shelters and communities have tried to
deal with the issue, confronting
abusive mothers and providing specific
services for children, others have been
abysmal; in all cases, dealing with child
abuse is not their primary stated mission or purpose. Nevertheless, a movement for children could complement
the work of the battered women's
movement, and learn from it, while
promoting the interests of children.
We need to be organizing on many
fronts; reforming laws and legal procedures, providing intervention and
services for children, creating an approach to public education that contains a progressive message. We can
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work toward a system of safe houses
for children running from abusers,
laws that allow adult survivors to sue
their perpetrators, campaigns aimed at
abusers-if billboards proclaiming:
'' Are you a child sexual abuse
perpetrator?" and defining abuse and
offering treatment prevent the abuse of
one child, they are worth the effort.
We can rekindle the demand of the
early days of the women's movement
for free childcare, available 24 hours a
day. We can demand that the foster
care system be revamped and funds be
pumped into it so that abused children
can get care from trained, experienced
adults with enough time and money to
care for them properly. We can demand the creation of detention centers
where an abusive parent can sleep at
night while his/her child remains at
home with the rest of the family, places
where perpetrators can get counseling
while they work during the day in order
to provide for their children.
No doubt a multitude of other
creative ideas and plans will spring
forth, once the Left makes the decision
to put the needs of children high on its
agenda-ideas and plans that could
mean improving the quality of all of
our lives as we invest in the hope of a
future generation of children whose
first lessons won't be about violence
and abuse of power.

•

Pam Mitchell, former member of the
staffs of Sojourner and Gay Community News, has organized Ellen
Bass's workshops for survivors and is
active in the Incest Survivor's Network.
Resources: National Child Rights Alliance,
PO Box 17005, Durham, NC 27705.
(Boston
contact: Jayne Habe,
617-628-4498).
Incest Survivors Network, c/o Women's
Center, 46 Pleasant St., Cambridge, MA
02139; 617-354-8807.
Virginia LaLonde Defense Fund, c/o
Outrage, Inc., 27 Orchard St., Jamaica
Plain, MA 02130. (Donations desperately
needed.)
' In 1948 250Joof the women interviewed by the
Kinsey Report said they had been sexually abused.
Surveys conducted since then have put the
percentage anywhere from l 90Jo to 400Jo. Journali st John Crewdon includes an interesting and
comprehensive discuss ion of the available stats in

By Silence Betrayed: Sexual Abuse of Children in
America, NY : Harper and Row, 1988. Citing a
national survey in the L.A. Times conducted in
1985 in which 270Jo of the women respondents
and 160Jo of the men reported childhood abuse,
Crewsdon writes : "If those percentage were ap-

continued on page nine
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In this section we provide brief
descriptions of some of the groups
that have recently received grants
from Resist. This is by no means a
complete list! For more information
about these groups or other projects
we have funded, call or write the
Resist office.
Central America Alternative News,
623 22nd St., Boulder, CO 80302.
Central America Alternative News
(CAAN) is a weekly public radio program produced by a collective of ten
volunteers and a part-time staffer at
community radio station KGNU in
Boulder. The project originated at a
meeting of solidarity activists from
Colorado in July, 1986. Frustrated
with the way Washington has successfully manipulated US media
representation of events in Central
America, a group formed to produce
a program that would be simple,
direct, accurate, and listenable.
CAAN hopes to educate and
mobilize listeners by providing an
alternative perspective on U.S. interventionism in Central America,
and providing coverage of resistance
and activism in Central America and
at home. All of the producers are activists, who have now added radio
skills to their collection of tools with
which to organize. There are six announcers and five technical assistants.
The program uses both locally produced stories and stories produced in
Central America.
Resist's grant went to assist the
group in upgrading the technical
quality of the show and "uplinking"
via satellite so that it can be heard in
a wider area.
Incest Survivorts Network (ISN), c/ o
Women's Center, 46 Pleasant St.,
Cambridge, MA 02139.
This recently founded organization
of survivors of child sexual abuse has
the dual purpose of providing emotional support to survivors and
organizing political projects to expand public awareness of the issue. A
primary aim is to assist women who
have been abused to move from a
stance of isolation and victimization
to one of social integration and
psychological health. An integral part
of this journey is advocating for a
multitude of resources and increased
legal rights for people who have been
victimized.
#212

In July, 1988, ISN and the Cambridge Women's Center co-sponsored
a rally at the Massachusetts State
House to pressure the legislature to
extend the statute of limitations for
suing perpetrators of child sexual
abuse, in recognition of the many
years it may take before adults can
recover repressed memories of abuse.
For many survivors who attended the
rally it was the first time they had
spoken publicly about key issues, in
an event that received significant
media coverage. Since survivors of
abuse develop in an environment of
extreme oppression, the collective
spirit of pride at this event was a moment of triumph.
The rally also served to motivate a
project to build a broad-based multi-
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continued from page eight
plied to the current (U.S.) population, it meant
that nearly 38 million adults had been sexually
abused as children, several hundred thousand
more than voted for Walter Mondale in 1984."
There are a few major problems with definitions and statistics: I) surveys routinely combine
all experiences of sexual abuse, from prolonged
and extensive abuse by one or more parents or
other household members (i.e., incestuous
abuse) to an isolated incident with a stranger or
acquantance, though the emotional and
developmental impact may vary dramatically
(survivors often extend use of the word "incest"
to uninterrupted, extensive or repeated abuse by
perpetrators outside the home because the
ab ence of parental intervention signals either
complicity dr extreme neglect); 2) statistics are
gathered by asking adults what what they
remember about their childhoods, a problematic
method which may dramatically underestimate
the extent of abuse because repression of
memories is such a common mechanism for coping
with trauma (in the case of sexual abuse, a
mechanism strongly reinforced by societal silence
and denial); and 3) the numbers usually include
all sexual experiences with adults that occurred
when a person was under 18, though some of
these experiences are arguably consensual and
their inclusion raises questions about a teenager's
right to be sexually active.

2
Both a study by Diana Russell and the LA
Times survey findings suggest a very significant

increase in the second half of this century,
possibly in correlation with the end of World
War I I. They also suggest that a much greater
percentage of survivors live in the Western state~.
It is not clear whether this statistic indicates only
that more survivors than non-survivors flee to
the West when they become adults, or that more
children are abused under conditions of looseknit community and absence of extended family
that exist in an area characterized by huge
population growth.
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racial coalition focused on child sexual abuse. The coalition, consisting of
incest survivors and concerned others,
will have as its initial project, the
planning and execution of a major
rally to draw public attention to the
magnitude of the problem, foster
pride and community in the survivor
population, and also focus on several
bills in the Mass. legislature which
delineate survivor rights and
resources.
Resist's grant went to this outreach
effort, which will include a large
meeting to discuss the goals and
strategies of the planned demonstration. Anyone interested in participating in this meeting is urged to
contact the ISN Political Action
Committee at (617) 354-8807.
continued on page ten
3 Available statistics would seem to indicate
that sexual abuse by women is relatively rare,
and the common stereotype of mothers in incestuous families is one of passive women trapped
by lack of options. New evidence suggests,
however, that these statistic;s may underestimate
the extent of abuse by women. In the past few
years more and more survivors (both male and
female) have been recovering deeply repressed
memories of sexual abuse by mothers and other
women, and it may be that abuse by women has
not been so much uncommon as it has been deeply buried and unbearable. It appears that such
abuse often occurs in very early childhood, and
survivors' memories are therefore vague and
non-verbal; additionaJly, the creation of a fantasy "good mother" seems to be an important
psychological survival mechansim. Feminists
within the incest survivor community have tended
to downplay these recent discoveries because we
haven't wanted to appear to "let men off the
hook," as Laura Davis, co-author with Ellen
Bass of the incest-survivor "bible" The Courage
to Heal, put it in a recent Gay Community News
interview .

• Statistics continue to show that a significantly larger percentage of girl children are abused
than boys (in David Finkelhor's study of New
England college campuses, 90Jo of men had been
abused compared with 19% of women; in the LA
Times survey cited by Crewsdon, 16% of men as
compared with 27% of women.) Because of the
greater numbers and because the survivor movement grew directly out of the women's liberation
movement, the great majority of survivor/activists are women, though in the past year or two
large numbers of male survivors have come forward. Mike Lew's groundbreaking book, Vic-

tims No Longer: Men Recovering from Incest
(NY: Nevraumont Publishers, 1988), touches on
how abuse of boys promotes ideas of
"masculinity" that reinforce sexism and
militarism.
5
In the L.A. Times survey cited by
Crewsdon, one third of those identifying
themselves as abuse survivors told the pollster
that they had told no one until that very moment.
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